Dunking behaviour, the dipping of food in water, has been anecdotally observed in more than 25 species of birds in the wild, but its function and ecology have not been systematically studied. In experiments conducted in the field and in captivity on Carib grackles, Quiscalus lugubris, in Barbados, we showed that: (1) dunking rate in the field was influenced by food type and that moistening dry food seems to be one of the major benefits of dunking; (2) most dunking observed in the field was performed by a minority of individuals, but the vast majority (86%) of grackles tested in captivity were capable of dunking; (3) a higher density of conspecifics at a water source was associated with a lower dunking rate and an increased risk of kleptoparasitism when dunking; and (4) there were consistent individual differences in dunking and stealing frequency. We conclude that dunking is part of the normal behavioural repertoire of Carib grackles in Barbados, and that the low frequency of the behaviour in the field did not result from the inability of some individuals to perform the technique, but more likely from the balance of costs and benefits affecting its expression.
Dunking behaviour, the dipping of food in water, has been anecdotally observed in more than 25 species of birds in the wild, but its function and ecology have not been systematically studied. In experiments conducted in the field and in captivity on Carib grackles, Quiscalus lugubris, in Barbados, we showed that: (1) dunking rate in the field was influenced by food type and that moistening dry food seems to be one of the major benefits of dunking; (2) most dunking observed in the field was performed by a minority of individuals, but the vast majority (86%) of grackles tested in captivity were capable of dunking; (3) a higher density of conspecifics at a water source was associated with a lower dunking rate and an increased risk of kleptoparasitism when dunking; and (4) there were consistent individual differences in dunking and stealing frequency. We conclude that dunking is part of the normal behavioural repertoire of Carib grackles in Barbados, and that the low frequency of the behaviour in the field did not result from the inability of some individuals to perform the technique, but more likely from the balance of costs and benefits affecting its expression. Observers of animal behaviour are occasionally struck by foraging techniques that appear to be unusual, innovative, opportunistic and/or cognitively sophisticated. When systematically collected, observations of this type have been useful in testing links between innovative cognition, neurobiology, ecology and evolution in birds and primates (Reader & Laland 2002 , 2003 Lefebvre et al. 2004) . Dunking, the dipping of food in water before ingestion, is one technique that is mentioned in these observations. More than 25 birds species have been reported to dunk food in the wild (Table 1) , often in contexts that suggest washing of soiled or toxic food, softening of hard or dry items, or smoothing the fur or feathers of difficult-to-swallow prey. However, no study has yet documented individual rates of dunking, nor addressed experimentally the function of the behaviour.
In many cases, dunking seems to be performed by only a few individuals within a species and some observers suggest that putatively complex cognitive processes like insight (Pitochelli 1985) and social learning (Wible 1975) underlie the rare appearance of the technique. In contrast, others suggest that dunking might be part of the normal repertoire of entire genera like Corvus (Goodwin 1986) and Quiscalus (Jackson 1985) . If this is the case, the rarity of observed dunking could be due to costs and benefits that apply to particular individuals and conditions. This situation would then be comparable to infrequent, but species-typical behaviour like bait fishing in green-backed herons, Butorides striatus, or twig tool use in woodpecker finches, Cactospiza pallida. Higuchi (1988) and Tebbich et al. (2001) have shown that these techniques are more frequent in conditions where simpler foraging behaviours like passive waiting and foliage gleaning, respectively, are less efficient.
In the context of field and aviary experiments in Barbados, we witnessed dunking in a species in which the behaviour had not been previously reported, the Carib grackle, Q. lugubris. Carib grackles dunked food by walking with it to a water source, dropping it (often repeatedly) in the water, and retrieving it either to eat it immediately or to fly away with it. In captivity, three wild-caught grackles dunked fruit offered as part of a food neophobia test, and
